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The black :dm 31ly is the p*lmagy socializing agent of

black.child and, thus, the prima;y educator. The culture of’
ke ir america, in which:he child is steeped is unique, complex
and rich-thz result cf a convergence-and fusion of African, American,
arn.d Zuropean influences. In its educa*tion of the black child, thz
black family mus* deal, from beginning to end, with questions of
racism and with qanstions d:riving from racism. Today, most questions
lnvolv-hg race in the raising of childrasn still fall into the two
main catregories of ‘how *to dzal with overt and ccvert racist
zxpra951on~,-ahd +he resolution of questions of racial iden%tity.
Prime among +he special problems facing the black family is the need
“¢c raise its children bi- cul+urall§. The black child's bicultural
axper4enca is one of the ramifications of racism, and  i* is pivotal
iz his struggle for facial identi%y. Also central to the child's
bicdultural 2xperience is ﬁanguage. The challenge to the black family,
as mediator, as educator, is monumental; but its broader structure,
its 2xtended family, and its rich heritage can transcend racism, and
prodiuwce bilingual, bicul:zurzl skilled Rmericans. (Author/AiH)
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..influences but such experiences can never fully reshape Or re-
‘place them. These core influences represent reality for the

Cne w.-uld not’ know from reading muth of the literature that
Black people, like other people, grow up in families. Blac’.

people, like other people, grow up in families.

, 5

This simple obsearvation comes ag a surprise to people who '’

are accustemed to associating the experiences of Black people’
with slavery, crime, delinguency and civil disorders. White
America tends to have a distorted perspective on Black life
and the fact of Blacks growing up in families is a fresh per-
spective from which to understand the socio-cultural aspegts
of growing up Black. ' - o

v A

The family is the matrix within which- the child's biologicaly,
emotional and developmental-needs are met, where his develop+
ment, as an integrated person, .is qurtu;eé and* where culture is
transmitted. The family is the setting in-which a child's basic
trust, autondbmy, initiative and sense of indd%try are developed.
The interacdtion between societal needs and individual wants
defines the family as a mediational setting, even though its

structute is presently in transition, (as is the society ih which
the Black family exists). Any attempt to study child develop-
ment as an autonomous process, independent of the family, is

doomed to failure. The growth process of the child can only

be understood within the context of the family which nurtureg him.
The family provides the earliest and the most persistent influ-
ences encompassing the q;qwing child, for whom the ways of the
‘parents and other adults in the family are the-only way of life
the child knows. Subseguent experiences will modify these core

growing child and the subsequent construction of his social
w?rld is based &n thésg primary realities.

Billingsley (1974) observes that "Black ,families are among the
strongest and most resilient institutions in the natioh. Were
it not so, we would not have ;survived as a people and the nation-
al society would be even more inhuman and inhumane than it is.”
The resiliency and stremgth of the Black family lie partially .
in its divergence from the patterns of family structure within
the dominant group. Typically, within the Black family there
are not oﬂiy people who are related, within the sa.2 household,
but also people who feel themselves to be closely related but
who live in different households and sometimes in different
locations. This is the extended family -. these are significant
others: This means that there are a number of- adults who may
be interested in and accept responsibility for his development,

rather than just one mother and one father.
. ) .

This intense feeling of being reiated within thé extended family
is, of course, an expression of the "we-feeling" in social life
and its presence in the Black community is more than a reaction
to past and present repression. It is also an expression of -
Black people's African heritage,, in which an extended family is
a central focus of community life. Hayes and Mendell (1973)
found that Blacks interact more with their kin, receive more®

3
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| help from their kin and have a grea;ér number and more diver-
sified types. of relatives living with them than. do white fami-
lies. . " : . ' PR
The relentless forces of racism, poverty and violence of
modern times continue to sﬁrain the Black family, but it ce-
sponds with great strength. The skewed presentétions of the
+ Black family as weak, matriarchal, unstable, making no sub-
" stantial contribution to either the Black community of the . -~
nation {(e.g., Moynihan, 1965) are inexcusably ignorant accounts

of a central institution in the Black experience.

o

) T . R . .
R The Black family is, of 'course, the primary socializing agent
5 of-the Black child and, is thus the primary educator. While

gooa child-rearing principles may be seen by some as the same
for all children because the basic needs of children are uni-
versal (Cometr and Poussaint, 1975), the Black family faces many
special guestibns in tbe raising of its children. -
Prime among the special problems facing the Black fam;ly is the .
need to raise its children bi-culturally. .The Black child must -
3 be, in tbe nature of things; bi-cultural. In the process of
growing, the Black child must gain knowledge of his own family, .
y knowledge of the Black community-and knowledge of the larger ' e
- ~society and how to negdtiate with each. The process is highly
'complicated and the child's socio-psychological senses must be

well honed fro%'childhood throggh'adolescence.

4

The culture of Blacks in America, in which the c¢hilad must be .
steeped, is unique,-complex and rich. It is the result of a -
' convergence and fusion of -African, American and European influ-
» ences, characterized by a diversit  »f styles amorg individuals
and families which are often overlooked or underrated by xepre-
. sentatives of the dominant cultdreﬂ-cThe culture of a" people is . 3
"the totality of their way-of life. It includes the basic con=~
ditioh; of their existence, their behavior, their life styles,
their values, preferences and ¢reative expressions of work and
élay. Black culture~is a reality in which we have all beern nur- .
tured, although it is just beginning to be ,explored:and documented,
as such, in the literature. ¢ : . .
Until very recent®y, it. has been perversely argued that American :
Blacks do not have a distinctive culture. "The Negro is only an
American and nothing ¢lse. He has no values and culture to guard -
and; protect." (Glazer and Mo¥Ynihan,®1963:51). Even Mydral (1944)
. ‘described the Black man as "an exaggerated American" whose culture v
'1s "merely a distorted development of a pathological condition" of
American culture in general. Such observations are not only myo-
pic, but “they denyxﬁhe humanity of an entire péople. .

- . [
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The Black ohald, then, must learn (from his family) to deal

with two paralltl and SometlmeS‘OPPOSlng thought structures?

each based on ,alues, norms and beliefs of two cultures and
.supported by dttitudes, feellngs and the behavior structures

of two peoples. Effectiyve social functlonlng and environ-

mental reallty require that the growing Black child incor-

porate both/patterns into his ,personality to insure compe-

tence in dealing with reality and as' an impetus for trans-

cendlng reallty, i.e., moving beyond racism. Grow1ng up .

healthy in America is a problem for any child, but the =

adaptatlbps required for the healthy functioning of the o

Blatk child are partlcularly complex. 3 : N

AN , ) .

in dits educatlon of the Black child, the Black family must '

deal, from beglnnlng to end, with questwons of racism and

with’ questlons der1v1ng from racism. In.a time of trans;tion,

the Black family has to deal with cultural ,and-racial qués-

tions that are different from those of the past and that will

be different from those of the future. In the past,ﬁslack

families had to train their sons,_at all costs, to control’

their aggressidn in all contacts with whites for fear of

lynching or death by other means. Things may appear to have.

changed cbnsiderably in that connection, although there are .

Stlll situations in which Black youths would be wise to main- .
- tain their cool, i.e., certain police situati’ons

- a >

Today, most questions invblying race in the raising of children ‘

stild fall into two .main categories: _How to deal with racist ~J

exXpression, overt and covert; and the resolution of questlons

o racial identity. Jim Comer and Alex ?oussalnt, in théir ¢

iew book, "Black Child Care,’ tomment on both subjects.

In the- flrst 1nstance, they state that there are healthy and
unhealthy ways of deallng with expreSSLOns of racism.r The crux
of the matter, théy say,, is the conservation, of energy. In -
other words: meet the situation, dn what you have to do, pre=
serve your dignity, but don't overklll. "Overklll“ is self4
destructive and dissipates energy better utilized in the fur- '
therance of your own interests They note that some folk make

a .career of reacting to racism and use it to cover individual
shortcomlngs. These pattexns result from realltles with.which -
all Blacks can empathlze” but they are not effective, ln_ﬁeallng
~with racism. - ’

- &L

» .

They discuss racial Ldentlty struggles in a number of contexts.
"I would like to quote the following:
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oit is okay.,

‘white famll}es can have sqme very

‘children.

4

"We’ are particularly concerned about the difficult 4§Flal
identity struggles we are seeing in some Black youngsters
completely isolated ftom wﬁﬁtes and in those being told
*even desirable, to 'get whitey.' At the other °
énd (of: the snectrum), is the Black youngster of mixed
racial .parentage, those w1th whlte features, and those
living in predomlnantly.mhlte communltles, or those with
difficult identity prob-

¢ L4 . -

lems."
"In adolescence such youngsters often blame their parents
from removing them from théir.people; for the fact that the
only people they can have close relationships with or date -
1f,they date at all - are white; for the fact that Blacks
say, 'you dre not Black.' - We have eveh seen Black teens,
from carlng famllres with _good incomes, ‘becofpe pimps, pros—
tltutes and drug addicts 1n an effort to be Black or identi-
fy w1th the brothers and sisters. We have seen Blacks.blame
whites and racism as a cause for all of their problems and
get hung up on hating whitey at the‘expenseoof their own
personal development.

’

Fundamentally, then, it is in relation to racism ahd the ™
resolu tion of .the child's racial identity struggle that the
raising of Black children differs from the raising of white
Both questions have endless ramifications and
impose profound demands on the Black family in educating its e
children, but Black families have shown much skill and* .
strength in dealing with-these questions.® My yiew is that
Black{ families must teach their children to separate racism
and other .external obstacles from 1nternal obstacles. The
question, "who controlis my fate?" will give rise to appro-_
priate behavior and attltudes.' Racism needs to be seen as
the racist person's praoblem. How one deals ‘with it to ob-
tain certain g?als becomes my (the child's; the family's N
problem) . ht . :
. | , " .
It .is clear that Black families have demonstrated the mani-
pulation of external adversaries and must continue to do so
in addition to teaching the child to identify and use the re-
sources around-him. They must appeal to and reinforce the,
child'ls strengths, rather than always p01nt;ng to the chlld [

weaknesses. N : g

.

¢ 4

- The Black child's bi-cultural expenience is one_of 'the ramifi-
cations of racism,

for racial
in

"as it is pivotal: in his sstruggle
identity. Central to the child's bi-cultural experience,
turn, is language. ,Because the acquisition of langu&ge‘is
central to the -child's growth and because the acquisition of .
language is inpate in human beings (virtually all children -

~learn tog speak), the complexities of language learning and .
“the central 1mportance of language to ego functlonlng are often
overleukcd. ' . . . .

6 .
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To survive in this country, the Black‘child must‘learn the
language of both his cohmunlty ‘and "the domlnant culture.

In adddition, he must learn varieties of behav1or that are
acceptable within his .community and. varieties ‘of behdvior

that are acceptable with4dn the wider soc1ety. As the.lan~ t

"guages and behaviors of the two cultures "are Sometimes, - e

.miftually exclusive,

A—— . ~

LRI
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he must learn the proper context for
the utilization ‘of each. . v

(]

- 5 .
e

The bi—lingual,,bi-cultural learning 6f a Black child (or of
any ‘child from a minority packgrohhd) is.a complicated and
subtle task. Some chlldren do not become bi-lingual and are
able to communicate in only one language because their par-
ents are monollngual (as,a matter of fact; are most white
parents), because. their schéodls ana their experience are o
segregated, or, most likely, both. Barred by circumstancge
from learning the other language, some Black parents are
unable to> pass on to their children what they do-not possess.
Addlng insult to injury, some educators proceed. to°label the

impoverished nor cognitively underdeveloped, although .their
language systém is different and presepts a handicdp 'in theix
attempts to, negotlate in the standard English-speaking world.
Nonenheless, such childrén speak a fully developed language .
that is morewthan adeqguate as a base for abstract thinking.

It is interesting to note, for instance, that a r%cent\sﬁudy
of language in the Pittsburgh slums revealed that slum chil-
dren there used 3,200, words not recognized by their teachers
or by educational tests., The‘pér51stence of these idioms is”
illustrative of the cultural vitaldity T(and cultural separate-
ness) of the urban poor. Such linguistic v1tality should
ofifer a challenge to teachers just as the Spanlsh speaking
child's first language - should be: donsidered a l;pgulstlc asset
rgther than a llngUlSth handlcap.

i

b >

Clearly,,however, society demands mpore of the minority chila
than it does. of, the middle class white child. A white child \,
has only one language to learn; the Black child' and the Span-
ish- -speaking child Have two. {Would it 'be interesting to
suggest that every whlte chlldﬂtn the elementary grades be
expected to do what ‘every mlnorlty child is expectéd: to do:
i.e., master a new language in the ekementary grades and to

put down his first langudge as -"bad Engllsh.

In addition to. their language skills, Coles (1964) found that
Black_children from impoverished backgrounds both in the

South - and in the ghettos of the North, far from beihg emo-
tionally bllghteﬁ,“asmhas been: clalmed displayed resilience,
toughness, lngenhlty, exuberand“"and vitality. such” children s
come to school prepared, to be active apd vigorous, perhape

much more outgoing than theaaverage middle’ class child.

o
. N *
s

Black ¢hildeas verbally destltute. ! ot
Baratz ané& Bara‘cz (1970), however, find that Black children
of lower socio-ecuonomit background are neither linguistically

‘b

‘s
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& In much of the recent literature, however, dev1aglons fyom’ -

g the éthnocertric norm are viewed as.deprivations. "If your .
children don't have our kind of tqys and talk our kind=of - " S
languagé, they must be handicapped,” runs the argyment. In B ¢
'such instances, it is taken for granted that citltural dépar- . o "

tures from the middle class model.mean cultural deficits.

«.During the l960‘s,‘in conformity with this line fot § thought,
the expression, culturally deprived" became a code for poor -
Blacks. ,The concept of "cultural deprlvatlon" places ‘the . ;
-emphasds ‘on the psychological characterlstlcs of the low :
level, cognltlve style and emotional attributes.. BAs. one ., -
sdeciologist has observed, poverty is often digcussed as if’ . .
it were a personal trait rather than a social coﬁdltlon. “ i -
The def1c1t model has been 1nfluent1al among educators to *
the detriment of Black ehlldren.‘ Genulne understanding can-
not, grow out of s1mpllst1c formulae mechanlcally .applied “to
complex phenomena. Unfortunately, the deficit model has en-
- couraged such formulae. Difference is equated with defic1t.
A child should not have to be the same to, be equal.
Above and beyond such issues, one must also, quest*on the pre-
sumptlon and arrogance of the premise that the white mlddle
class way «{is a des1rable one. At this point in histery,.i Lo
hardly needs stress1ng *hat establlshed middle class mores
-~ . are hot providirg a ‘healthy basis for the flourlshlng of
humanbstlc values. One can hardly pick up a book "og article
by a thoughtful ;observer of American pOllthS without an »

anguished reminder, ,0f this ‘truth. . : ¥ L. o

v In addltlon, the pre-occupatiop with psychological*"depriua—
tion" has dulled concern for those life def1c1ts which do
plague the lives of the poor, def1c1ts in health and nutr1—
tion, housing, schools and job opportunxtles deficits which

'urgently require correctlon. In the context of education,
health and ‘nutrition are of partlcular lmportance because so .
much Ehatﬂum;been atorlbuted to psychologlcal deprivation ’

(has really been due to thSlOlOglcal factors.

S Y .
As’ Blrch and Gussow (1970) point out in tHeir assessment of
* ~ the effect of *poverty on the intellectual potentlal of Chll-
»dren, there has been -a serious undexestlmatlon of the lmpact
of poor health and nuttition.on ‘school failure. , "The same
, . homes’, " they say, "which lack toys and games are the homés
* in which hunger and disease abound." The focus on "cognitive .
understimulation in such homes too often beclouds the cen- .
tral and urgent need for adeqvate food and medical care. .

b4 \ o
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sl . The fact is ‘that prOponents ofvthe deflclt model theory are e 2
° > ~ playing a game, of "blame»the victim. Ryan (1971) says.,. :
) "blaming the victim is an’ dintelledtual process whéreby a
social problem is analyzedrln such ,a way\that the causatlon - .
T is found*fto be in the qualltles awd characteristics of the ——

.victim rather than in any deficiencies or structural defects
in the environment. . - ) . : .
? % ) . s .

. The Black family, as I~have been at pains to stress, has a ' .
‘history,’ 8 dulture and great strength. ‘It goeg without saylng,_ ~
- . however, that the Black family in America faces speclal prob— )
: . lems in the educatlon of its chlldrenmand lt would bBe a mis- . Ve
- take to assume that these probplems are met in the same way.by
all Black familigs. The didlemmas of socaalizatlgn ih a radist . ~

society are cruel. . . . o ‘

v

L

’ - -
. o
- L] . K - @ oA

Even in the- Black mlddle class, Black, parents canl never glve .
= ' + 7 their chlldren complete protectxOn_from racism, a problem \Ji
- // whlch has no counterpart in the llves df whité' parent's and"* 'j
. their children: Black-children,. at ‘the same time ‘must re- - .
. . “late t& .the second- class citizenship of their elders, lse& '
“ their elders demeaned in the ,eyes of the, larger soc1ety, but - -t
* " belleve in'their elders and lnathemselves'for the sake of .-’
- their own healthy development.' Lower . class Black child¥en
receive Less of the protectlon of the law, and are the least

likely children in the, Unlted States to beneflt\from the i v '

[} b N [N

*  general concern with child. protectloh " \
»
* " The, standard concept.qf the protected andwcarefree child, com- - . -,
., mon in the 'white. communlty, "has ‘never been ‘applicable "to. 'the '
* .majority of Black chlldren, and the, consequenUES of the power- ..
' lessness_ of, Black parents means that they must devise thelr R
. own patterns of Chlld soc1allzatlon,~patterns primarily pre— ) .
. dlcated upon the- prgnciple that chrldren in the Black communlty - .
coon must be" ‘taught to survive in a-h0st11e.s9c1ety. . - . -

-

. -

. / ‘5‘ ¢ v *
. ’ 3. -

.

Whlfe one of Erlkson s major contr;butlons to psychoanalytlc -\ . ~
developmental psychology Was his emphas1s upon the crlélcal im- x
‘portance of late adolescenbe .5.The Black child lS frequently
forced\td grow up before he is legally adult’ The yotlith ‘whose FREN
' father is a laborer and whe leaves school at s1xteen to take a
semi-skilled job and marries at elghteen, has a very br1ef ado- .
. lescence in. contrast .teo a .graduate’ student who is still unde- . .
- . . cided about his career at -twenty-three, "has andther three
four 'years of study ahead of him and'may'{tlll be ‘considered
an adolespent, since he’ is still unable to assume adult respon-
sibilities at the level for which he is preparing., . The ‘Blagk.
. ‘adolescent »girl faces the dilemma of being passive, soft’sand T
) cllnglng, as the feminine role white America would‘bestow upon
her, and being able, assertlve, worklng alonqSLde her man as -
surv1val d1ctates. - Do,
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Yes, the challenge to the Black famlly, as ,mediator, as
educator, is wmorumental,.but it i's¢clear that our broader

“ ) u s ) .
structure, our extended family, our rith heritage can have
L 4

produced stropg and résilient children who can transcend
.1ed American’

racxsm, be bi- llngual, pl-culbural and ski
citizens. v MU . . ) .
. - L . N N . - I ~, .

Perhaps, the yodng Black adult ‘has a more ﬁaff1CulE strug—
gle in reaching adulthood - his pdth is strewn with diffi<’

cultlES, which, always ‘include ricism and frequently:, poverty =

but ‘in most cases, he hav had the 1mmeasurable benefits of a
strong‘kinshlp network°‘ a beautiful’ her}tage, a rich and ¢
vital culture empodied 1n, and transmittéd by, the loving®
B¥ack family, ;h Black famlly as edﬁgatbr,'the Black fawily
aé'thg,spéializing Jgent\of the Black child., LS. N
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